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Abstract 
The aim of the present study was to investigate youth attitudes towards child abuse and their associate variables in Iran. The 
main focus was on their definition of child abuse, most common abuse types they suffered from and what they think can help to 
reduce it. A sample of the teenager population from Tehran (n=214), Kerman (n=51), Shiraz (n=19), Tabriz (n=14) and other 
cities (n=61) participated in the study. Data was analyzed via content analysis, descriptive statistics, Chi square and Independent 
t-test in SPSS 17. The results showed that the definition of child abuse (in order of intensity) is 1. sexual abuse, 2. physical 
punishment, 3. scurrility, 4. blaming, 5.inattention, 6. frightening, 7. threatening and 8. economical exploitation. The four most 
common punishments from their point of views were 1.blaming, 2.physical punishment, 3.scurrility, and 4.sexual abuse. The 
most intense punishment they received as children was inattention and the most common ones were blaming and scurrility. 
Considering the results of this study, there must be an urgent clarification of child abuse definition specifically the role of the 
victim along with a well organized policy in promoting parental education in terms of effective parenting. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Violence of any kind is hard for us to understand, but crimes against children are perhaps the hardest to 
comprehend.  Abusers may be any person with access to a child such as a parent, a guardian, a stepparent, a 
babysitter, a nanny or a child-care worker, a minister, a teacher, or a sibling or other relatives (Moffatt, 2003). 
Children, young people, or adults, who have suffered some form of abuse in the past, always refer to emotional hurt 
and psychological pain before mentioning physical pain.  Victims of abuse will almost always talk about fear, 
anxiety, loneliness, lack of emotional support and being ignored, degraded and humiliated, feeling unloved and 
unwanted, and being powerless when terrorized or tormented by parents (Iwaniec, 2006).  
Although the welfare of children has been the concern in Iran for many years, the prevention and informing about 
this phenomenon has been relatively neglected. It is important to note that in case of child sexual abuse, the issue 
often is considered a secret within families causing confusion and shame for victims. Victims are afraid of reporting 
even when they get the courage. Support, especially from parents, is important for sexually abused children. These 
children have both a sense of not being believed when they talk about the child sexual abuse incident.  Strong 
support is needed to encourage children to talk about the incident (Back, Gustafsson, Larsson, & Berterö, 2011).  
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Public recognition of the occurrence of child maltreatment in societies is related to positive attitudes toward 
reporting the incidence (Gracia & Herrero, 2006).  Prevention of child maltreatment is a worthy goal, but the 
practical means to this end are not intuitively evident to either the public or professionals (Davis, Marshall Jr, & 
PriceSource, 2002).  Childhood abuse is frequently noted in the clinical records.  However, psychologists and other 
staff rarely receive specific trainings in how to pursue this information (Theodore & Runyan, 2006; ; Al-Moosa, Al-
Shaiji, Al-Fadhli, Al-Bayed, & Adib, 2003; Van Harringen, Dadds, & Armstrong,1998).  Related to the issue of 
chills maltreatment, neuroscience studies refer to the importance of early interpersonal relationships in forming and 
actually shaping the structure of young children’s brains (Adams, 2002). Various observations suggest that the 
etiology of physical abuse that occurs alone more often goes back to child-rearing practices that diverge from the 
prevailing social standards, even though the child’s immediate surroundings may not be severely pathological, 
disorganized, or morbid (Larrivée, Tourigny, & Bouchard, 2007).  
Child sexual abuse is particularly controversial in all communities and for some, even attempts to discuss it may 
be offensive.  For many individuals from Asian communities, such discussions result in feelings of embarrassment 
(sharm).  Meanwhile, some Muslims may see such discussion as contrary to haya (natural modesty).  ‘Sexual abuse’ 
remains a concept, constructed through academic, professional and clinical discourses which have usually been in 
English and which have frequently explored the experiences of white children in North America, Western Europe 
and Australasia.  This confirmed the impression that at least, child sexual abuse is under-reported in Asian 
communities and those Asian children and their families are probably less likely than their white counterparts to 
access appropriate services.  Even when they do report, they often report receiving inappropriate responses from 
agencies and practitioners.  However, it might be confirmed that many Asian communities acknowledge the child 
sexual abuse and share the view that it must be talked about and find solutions to stop it.  At the same time, progress 
continues to be slow mainly because of  lack of basic knowledge about child sexual abuse; lack of awareness of the 
existence and nature of the services available to respond to it, fear of public exposure, if child sexual abuse is 
disclosed, and fear of meeting culturally insensitive responses from professionals (Gilligan & Akhtar, 2005). 
 In many studies it is assumed that the degree of agreement with physical punishment reflects the parent’s attitude 
to the severity of punishment (Qasem, Mustafa, Kazem, & Shah, 1998). Therefore, the purpose of the present study 
is to investigate teenagers' attitudes toward child abuse in Iran in terms of the definition of child abuse, different 
types of punishments and abuse, different abusers, sexual abuse occurrence rate and solutions to reduce child abuse.  
2. Methodology 
2.1. Participants 
The total number of 359 teenagers from different cities of the country participated in the study through 
convenient sampling.  These were high school students who completed questionnaire asking them about child abuse.  
2.2. Measures 
2.2.1. Child abuse questionnaire, teenagers version 
Variables assessed in this researcher made questionnaire are child abuse definitions (on a five-point Likert scale), 
most common child abuse types in Iran, punishments teenagers themselves  received as children, their preferred 
kinds of punishments to use with their own children, types of abuse they received by different people (family-
relatives, teachers -school staff, etc.), recommendation to siblings and friends in case of being sexually abused, 
perceived percentage of sexual child abuse and solutions in order to reduce child abuse rate. 
2.2.2. Demographic Questionnaire 
This researcher designed questionnaires was used to identify age, sex, city, number of siblings, parents' 
occupation and parents' level of education. 
2.3. Statistical Analysis 
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 A content analysis was applied to categorize the qualitative data.  The quantitative data were analyzed using 
SPSS (version 17.0).  Differences in demographic and psychological variables between the groups were analyzed 
via descriptive statistics, independent sample t-tests or chi2-tests.  
3. Results 
The results showed that the definition of child abuse (in order of intensity) is 1. Sexual abuse, 2. Physical 
punishment,  3. Scurrility, 4. Blaming, 5.inattention, 6. Frightening, 7.threatening and 8.economical exploitation. 
The four most common punishments from their point of views were 1.blaming (27.5%), 2. physical punishment 
(24.4%), 3. scurrility(15.2%), and 4.sexual abuse (11.2%). The most intense punishment they received as children 
was inattention and the most common ones were blaming and scurrility. They regarded verbal punishment (48.4%) 
as their favourite choice to use with their own children. Boys reported to be significantly more abused in terms of 
being beaten (p<0.01), scurrility (p<0.05) and economical exploitation (p<0.05) by their teachers and school staff 
compared to girls (shown in Table 1). 
 
Table1. Chi-Square test result for different types of child abuse which teenagers (Boys/Girls) received by their teachers-school staff. 
 
Types of child abuse χ2 Sig. 
Beating 43.317 0.00 
Scurrility 11.815 0.02 
Economical exploitation 9.773 0.04 
Youth in cities other than Tehran  reported to be significantly more abused in terms of being beaten by their 
family-relatives (p<0.05), their teachers, and school staff (p<0.05) in comparison with Youth in Tehran (shown in 
Table 2). 
 
Table2. Chi-Square test results for different abusers (in the form of beating) among teenagers in cities other than Tehran. 
 
Different abusers χ2 Sig. 
Family-relatives 12.754 0.01 
Teachers-school staff 12.972 0.01 
The most frequently mentioned recommendation by participants to friends-classmates as victims of sexual abuse 
was blaming the victims (34%) but in case of sibling victims these youth recommended revenge from the abuser 
(25%).  The perceived sexual abuse percentage among the youth was 48.8%.  The girls (p<0.05) and youth in 
Tehran (p<0.01) significantly considered sexual abuse rate higher than boys and youth in other cities (presented in 
Tables 3 and 4). 
Table 3. Independent sample t-test of perceived sexual abuse among males and females 
 
Gender Mean F Sig 
Males 37.43 1.098 0.035 
Females 47.54   
 
Table 4. Independent sample t-test of perceived sexual abuse of cities 
 
Cities Mean F Sig 
Tehran 63.51 16.95 0.000 
Other cities 38.22   
The participants' most common reported solution or recommendation to reduce the child abuse rate was parental 
education (45%). 
4. Conclusion and Discussion 
Considering the results of this study, there must be clear clarification of child abuse definitions with child 
disciplining. The role of educational institutes is important in promoting parental education in terms of effective 
parenting. The results of such education can be useful in later prevention programs because these teenagers are the 
next generation of parents and parent’s attitudes towards disciplining their children are influenced by the types of 
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disciplining they received when young (Qasem, Mustafa, Kazem, & Shah, 1998).  Results of studies show that 
maternal history of abuse is a significant predictor of maternal harsh parenting at age 3 (Kim, Pears, Fisher, & 
Connelly, 2010).  
Teenagers’ attitudes regarding sexual abuse as the most sever type of child abuse is another important finding of 
this study.  It is notable that girls reported higher rates of sexual abuse than boys did and this is in line with other 
studies in other countries (Priebe & Svedin, 2009; Erickson & Tonigan, 2008). Since there is not much organized 
training or guidelines about how to identify cases of abuse, or education about  how to prevent abuse, therefore, it is 
suggested that parents learn important skills in communicating with their children so that children inform them in 
case of being abused as well as planning effective laws to  prevent abuse in the society. Clinicians and social 
workers or those who work with children also play important role in recognizing and identifying children who are 
abused. In Iran, there is not serious legislation that requires those who work with children to report suspected abuse 
to child protection agencies (Oveisi, et al., 2010). Not all abused children exhibit signs of distress. They may still 
benefit from programs that promote social and emotional competence and teach adaptive strategies for conflict 
resolution. The components of successful prevention programs include teaching children to identify and resist 
inappropriate touching, reassuring children that it is not their fault if they become targets of sexual abuse. Children 
as young as three can be effectively taught self-protection skills (Kenny, Capri, Thakkar-Kolar, Ryan, & Runyon, 
2008).  
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